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	Cruel Clocks

**Chapter One - "May the bridges I burn light the way." **

_Warning: _Child Abuse, neglect, and death (multiple and varied) make up much of the main character's early waking life. This trend continues to her jobs and terms/opinions/views on things. Like saying she wants to play (which lots of emphasis) with something meaning torture and kill (in a mischievous way) due to her being played with. Ash is not a good person by any stretch of the imagination, admits it often enough, but she ((I)) didn't mean to cause any triggers to be pulled.

_Disclaimer: _I do not own the Kuni no Alice series or any other character or fandom. I own most of the OCs (except for Ash's cousin), the plot and added events except for the door and pathway idea which belongs to AngelicTrinity. The story title and opening line is from a song called **Cruel Clocks**. I am using **Jubyphonic **translated english version from YouTube.

"I decided to make a wish instead for the whole world to stop."

I heard my brother and cousin shout my name several times but I dared not turn around to face them. Too many things have changed in only a few days time that acknowledging them now would only push me over the edge.

I needed to escape from this cage. To find myself and know that others can see who or what I truly am and not cower in fear. My twin brother and cousin tries but they could never fully understand or accept what I am and can do. He visibly shudders at how far I go to ensure everyone I care about is safe and happy. She grimaces when I am allowed to 'play' without restriction. When even my most precious people are terrified of the toned down parts of my being, I have no hope of things improving.

Perhaps it was summoned by my inner turmoil but one of the many doors that have haunted my sleeping and waking life for years appeared right in front of me. One glance at it revealed where it lead and I was glad I could meet several of the people I met in dreams in person. Instinctively, I knew that no one could notice the door but that was as expected as other's reactions to my conversations with the souls and voices.

This specific door in question changed much over the years. Heavy cracks and missing fragments marred the once pristine door. The doorframe was made from a glossy dark red wood which lightened into the off-white door itself. Over time, images and faces were carved into the wood with exquisite detail.

The single, unchanging aspect of the door was the huge mechanical clock in the center of the entrance. The clock functioned as one might expect but felt off at times. Sometimes it moved forward and other times it reversed. A few times it even changed into a freaking hourglass with cracks in the glass which allowed sand to escape.

I traced the masterwork timepiece with one of my hands and after a moment the clock rippled outward like a stone hitting water at the touch. This action turned the device into a plain white mask which was the first time it wasn't a timepiece of some sort. Closer inspection revealed a small keyhole in its wide mouth slit.

The fact I wasn't freaked out by the sudden appearance of a levitating skull shaped key was proof enough of my complete desensitization to unusual events. Without a doubt, I needed a break from this place.

I opened the door and stepped over the threshold into a comforting darkness. Not once did I look back at my kin or my friends which would become the one thing I regret in all my adventures to come.

The moment right after I died for the first time, I saw the very same door.

Of course my young mind thought it was just a deep sleep caused by when my father finally played (tortured actually, but children are innocent beings...even I was innocent and blind once) with me. Despite my intelligence and aptitude for movement and advanced comprehension at such a early age, death was as unknowable at that time as the feeling of sunlight upon my skin.

I had faint recollections of the outside world prior to being freed but only when it was night and either cloudy or rainy did I risk being caught leaving the house. So, the sun was elusive and unfathomable to the poor child that I once was.

Exactly eight months after our birth, Father had returned from a emergency diplomatic meeting with allied countries and organizations, and was exhausted. He was under a lot of stress due to some negotiations falling through and the increase of monster sightings in the country as of late (or so my mind would later translate the conversations our nursemaids brought up in-between rounds of gossip) and I wanted to tell him that he was doing fine. A foolish endeavor since that well meaning desire would set me down the path I have long been on.

Maybe if my first actual words to him were the common baby coos he wouldn't have reacted so badly. Then again, I realize that none of my advanced movements, speech and understanding were normal even by Gifted standards. Even my body size was unusual since I was fairly tall for my age group.

Not to mention the faint murmuring in the back of my mind and the strange impressions and intent I pick up by accidental touch or simple observation.

"You shouldn't fret so, Father! Surely you did the best you could do under such dire straights. If you become any angrier, you will become completely overshadowed."

Father stormed over to me and pulled me away from my slumbering twin. Fingers gripped my hair so tightly they became white as thoughts and feelings flooded my senses. All his rage, his fear and loathing broke me down mentally until I was little more than a rag doll being dragged behind their owner.

_**Killing my wife wasn't good enough?! You have to go after my only child too?**_

I would later learn that my mother loved me despite the short minutes she could hold me before she passed on. My name was given by her but I would not be called by that until almost two years had passed. Father would never see me as his flesh and blood and Gavin was his sole child. To that man, it was truth.

_**Changeling!**_

I never belonged in this world. My Father's kin believed in children being born or swapped shortly after birth by other races or beings. Since no child was born into either side of my family with powers, I had to be a changeling. It was still better than the 'ghost girl' bullshit they fed my brother with for years.

_**You are unwanted!**_

Not true! I am wanted. I am loved! Nightmare and the most of the other people I wandered into in the dream scape told me so! Kura-nii, Prongs, 'Tachi, 'Maddie', Ichi and Hichi, and all the other voices said so as well. Even the Strays, Gavin and Izumi...

...They don't matter anymore.

_**What did I do to deserve being cursed with your existence?**_

I don't think I need to list out all the things you have done. Karma, threefold rule, equivalent exchange, call it whatever you want. All I know is that your bad deeds came back to you.

Getting back on track.

Father dragged me down several hallways until we arrived at a dark, deserted wing that was newly built or remodeled. The windows on either side of the hallway were designed to see out but never in and were covered with heavy pitch black drapes. Several thick bars blocked any attempt to escape that way.

Doors were either locked and chained or open but carried the lingering scent of blood and death from what happened within the room. The door at the very end of the wing opened up to room that was obviously modified to reduce sounds. A pile of old and worn rags were in the farthest corner and that was where I was thrown into.

The second I removed myself from the filthy and ragged cloth and saw my Father's back as he started his trip back to the main house, I did the one foolish thing that opened up all my future suffering at his hands.

I chased after him with all the speed and strength I possessed at the time.

My tiny hands grabbed his coat sleeve and smiled happily when he turned to face me.

With a sound like a whip cracking, my world spun before everything blacked out.

I died from that man backhanding me into a razor sharp edge of the window. My skull cracked open and was a quick death at least.

All my senses were dulled and the quiet voices in the back of my head roared out their distaste and rage. The echoes of their deep feelings and words I didn't quite grasp at the time reached wherever my awareness as at in the void I found myself in. It captured my attention and I returned to reality much to my Father's horror.

This horror was an acceptable response to seeing your dead daughter come back to life with no signs of damage not even ten seconds after having her head bashed in. Even the fear induced firing of the modified .38 pistol that he kept in a side holster made sense.

Let's just say that bullets hurt like a bitch. It was kind of cool though. The regeneration or rejection part, not being shot. Even I don't like getting hurt for no good reason.

The bullets were pushed out of my body and fell to the floor with a loud clang which sent my father running for the exit. I wised up enough to wander back to my new room and snuggled into the ruined clothing

Whispering voices that didn't exist in my head dragged my attention from a suspicious dark stain on a white shirt that I was using as a pillow, to a door floating in midair.

A large old-fashioned mechanical clock ticked away in the center of the door and everything seemed newly made. To my young mind it was odd but nothing that concerning so I looked away and it vanished for several months which gave me plenty of time to speak with the more prominent voices at the time.

"That was unexpected."

I tilted my head at the refined foreign words. My mind swiftly translated the unusual language (a version of Japanese dialect I would learn years later) to common everyday English much to the speaker's interest.

The more I focused on the voice, the more details about him were revealed. But whether their appearances were hallucinations or temporary manifestations of their souls that only I could notice and communicate with I had no idea.

Still don't in fact.

He was in his mid to late twenties and detached from everything and everyone. Spiky black hair fell down his back and gave him an ominous feeling. The only real colors in the shadowy and oppressive figure was the brilliant scarlet hue of his armor pieces and the cruel yet mildly curious unique eyes of his.

This man would later introduce himself and become one of the primary foundation stones of how I view the world and others. Much to Kura-nii's and 'Tachi's horror.

_"That must have hurt. Are you okay, Ashleann-chan?"_

**"Of course not, you dumbass! The kid just died twice!"**

_"I wasn't asking you!"_

The two late teens who were bickering looked like twins or something. One was dressed in a black kimono and carried a light stench of grave soil and blood. He had short spiky orange hair, dark brown eyes and a huge wrapped weapon on his back. The young man seemed mean with how his face was but he showed more concern in that question than anyone had to me before.

The other late teenager was completely white for the most part. In back it was as if someone bleached all the color out of the first man's skin and reversed the coloring of his clothing. Only his odd glowing yellow eyes in a sea of inky blackness gave him color. He was also meaner or crueler than the other normally was.

Ichi and Hichi taught me many things as well. My fondness for weapons (preferably bladed) are thanks to them both. They revealed things about their past and world while making the techniques usable (in theory at the time) to me.

It was the calmer, more approachable relative to the verse person who showed me how the mind worked and how to manipulate events and others to my preferred outcome and response. His was more short-term compared to the long and twisted pathways his older relative revealed to me over the years. The younger male was proud that I cared for my brother so deeply.

A huge deer made from starlight altered my mind and emotions so I could adapt and survive anything. His huge antlers would have scratched the low roof of the attic crawlspace if he were corporeal. Only his otherworldly and weary green eyes stood out as real.

Like the deer, a fox the size of a full grown male changed me. Instead of just mental and emotional the nine tailed spirit, made sure nothing conflicted and improved on all aspects of my being. The fox was wary of the others, especially the black haired relatives and rarely left my side for fear of them doing something that he couldn't fix.

All this didn't happen at once or in a short amount of time. Weeks of trial and error turned into months of discipline and instruction. I was imprisoned in that wing for nearly three years and during that time I learned how to survive and fend for myself.

Well, at least I wasn't alone.

For the first time in my life I am completely alone and I am scared shitless.

No voices argued with each other over stupid stuff. The different presences I felt in my mind when each major soul was active was absent.

Kura-nii is always bitching at Maddie for something or another. Ichi and Hichi are never this still or quiet for long. Prongs and 'Tachi were the silent ones for the most part but I could always tell when they were around.

There was nothing left behind to prove their existence outside my memories and the basic teachings and attacks they taught me in.

Wait, there was a few others who saw the crowd of souls that lived within me. Wasn't there?

I rubbed my temple at the feeling of a huge migraine building up.

Come on Ash! It shouldn't be that fucking hard to recall someone who could see what others don't or can't!

Calm down! Wasn't that druggie eyepatch wearing dream spirit capable of noticing them when I pointed them out? He helped me with the sensing too much and picking up too much information bullshit. A telepathic being.

The loud sound of a hand smacking my face echoed throughout the emptiness making me relieved that I was alone to see this mistake.

I scoffed. "Not even five minutes without voices and already I am talking to myself to fill the silence."

I glanced around the void and concentrated on what Nightmare looked like, of the mysterious Wonderland he described every now and then, and willed myself to be there instead of the endless darkness and shadows around me.

When the surroundings actually complied to the desire, I admit to being shaken. Not that I would show any weakness to whatever is watching me progress through that area devoid of life outside myself.

As the darkness gave way to the scent and sounds of a thriving forest, I closed my eyes and smirked as I recalled one of his parting shots.

"Showing weakness every now and then to those you trust isn't wrong, eh Nightmare?"

I met the druggie demon (so nicknamed because half the time I saw him in that dream scape he was using a freaking hookah or using opium or something) after one of my father's play dates. I was so exhausted from the senses overload due to the changes in my body and nights without sleep all thanks to paranoia and insomnia that my body collapsed from the stress and damage. Not that I would know that had happened until some of the souls pointed out that little fact the next morning.

Basically I drifted along this hybrid of deep space and bad drug trip of a landscape for a free minutes until the druggie demon himself appeared before me. Naturally, the guy was being a prick by floating around my bruised and broken form.

I admit to taking some sick glee at seeing his eye widen in horror and confusion at witnessing my condition though it quickly turned to experiencing confusion myself when he muttered something about not being able to hear my subconscious thoughts for some reason.

So this weird guy is a telepath?

The eye patch wearing young man pouted at being considered weird but was visibly relieved that he was able to hear my surface thoughts at least.

"Who are you? What or who caused your injuries? How old are you?"

I narrowed my eyes at the rude man. "Age is just a measurement of how long you have been alive or existing and for me is fairly pointless to consider. To humor you, I am eighteen months old. My father was playing with me until I collapsed from picking up to many emotions and senses overhaul in general." I crossed my arms. "Don't you know it is improper to not introduce yourself before asking for one's name?"

The man looked taken aback at how smart and sensible a toddler could be but gave an elaborate bow after returning to his senses. I couldn't help but laugh at this odd situation and the stranger's outdated mannerisms.

"My name is Nightmare Gottschalk. I am the ruler of Clover Tower and it's surrounding territory." Nightmare scratched his cheek as he admitted to being an incubus and the embodiment of bad dreams. Also something about being a bagworm or caterpillar.

The souls who noted the terms bagworm and incubus clamoured for my attention from their muted state but I mostly ignored them. He seemed more or less harmless and was the first person I talked to outside the voices for a year.

In other words, I was starved for new company.

"You don't seem to be something from my waking life or the illusions Maddie and 'Tachi use to build my resistance and learn how to use or counter them. In fact you are a dream come true."

Nightmare smiled kindly and I could tell he appreciated my thoughts on him. "Thank you for saying that, Miss-" he trailed off not know how to address me.

Not that I could blame him since I had to dig through a well hidden box of legal documents to discover my actual name. All I was called was insulting names or outright ignored so I couldn't really ask anyone.

"Emrys. Ashleann Emrys. Please call me Ash or Lea."

Definitely better than brat, monster, changeling, or demon by a long shot.

Nightmare grimaced at catching that train of thought but wisely switched topics. "You mentioned something about sensing emotions? How does that work?"

I shrugged. "Emotions are the tip of the iceberg of what I can accomplish using that skill. Loud surface thoughts or emotionally charged subconscious thoughts and memories are the first thing I discover. Next is usually the task of engraving their personal impression or aura into my mind so they are remembered always. I can locate them from long distances away so I know when to hide which helps me a lot. The stage after that is seeing and experiencing their deepest secrets and desires as flashes of memories and impressions. Things get more intense from there."

Nightmare nodded his head at some plan or another he came up with. "I never expected to meet someone else with telepathy," he waved off my thought of I'm not telepathic "so forgive me for saying that you have no control over what you learn and sense."

All I could do was nod since he was right. As painful as that was to admit.

Our surroundings began to collapse away giving me the feeling I would wake up soon.

"The next time you fall asleep I will find you again and show you some ways to manage our mutual problem!"

Stupid as it might sound, but 'Tachi and Ichi told me that if someone helps you with no ulterior motives or goals then they want to be close to you and even become your friend. Which might explain the sudden hug I gave him and the wide grin while saying, "I have my first friend outside of the voices!"

I splashed my face with some of the crystal clear river water before cupping some to drink. Throat quenched, I turn to observe the dark wooded terrain I found myself transported to. Animals with no visible eyes watched me with curiosity as I paced along the riverbank.

I picked up a large village filled with cogs, sprockets, and gears of all shapes and sizes (as odd as the sounds) about a half hour walk to the north of my position and another one deeper into the Forest's center. I wanted to avoid that one since I felt like I was being watched while I was scanning the area.

It wasn't uncomfortable or anything which surprised me. The stalker vibe I was getting was as familiar to me as my reflection or my shadow and brought me a strange sense of delayed recognition. Like seeing a dear and close friend again you have only met a few times in person and long ago but talk to all the time.

Out of caution, I checked to see if my most used hard learned skills carried over during the transfer and luckily they did. The copies vanished after I used water to put out the fires one clone was too excited about trying out. My reflection in the river showed my body change shape and coloring making me relax more at having my shapeshifting abilities intact.

That ability saved my ass too much for it to just vanish without me panicking. For now I settled on bone white hair and dark green slitted eyes and looking a year or two younger. My features were softer and child-like which I hoped would earn some sympathy for the moment.

Sending the absent Prongs a silent thought of thanks for teaching me how to half ass spells, I, changed my usual black and purple battle kimono to a playful leaf green day dress complete with white boy shorts, stockings and combat boots. Concentrating on the white and crimson fox mask I carried in on of my many pouches, I summoned it from its resting place and put it on.

Satisifed with my temporary appearance change, I glance back at the heart of the dark woods before turning my back on it for the moment. In my heart I made a promise to investigate that area after I get some directions to Clover Tower at the nearby village.

A nice long break without a major world breaking crisis forcing me to pretend to be what I am not would be great. No holding back for fear of rejection, no bullshit rules on power limits.

I smiled genuinely for what felt like the first time in years.

Yes, I needed this little vacation. Spirits only know what I would do without some down time.

**Author's Note:** This story is the companion/Sister fanfiction to Cold Hearts and takes place in Wonderland. This story involves a teenager with far more power, cunning and intelligence than compassion and concern for most people. It includes the misadventures of a girl who is learning how to be and act more human, how actual hearts might be more cold and dead than clock ones, and a series of mysteries that end with the bitter truth of there always being a (often unseen or unknowable) price to be paid.

Ashleann has been haunted by the spirits or souls of fictional characters since she was little and it was they who helped her become who she truly is meant to be. Mind you, most of them are literal monsters and mass murderers which certainly didn't help her mental observations.

During the dreams she had encountered Nightmare in, Ashleann has also met several other role holders over the years even if most think it was a fluke. Nightmare has taught her some ways to suppress how much information she can acquire which helped her.


End file.
